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The rise in cohabitation and the concentration of single parenthood among the lower 
educated warrants an examination of postnatal educational attainment that considers differences 
by family structure. Using data from the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study, I examine 
the prevalence of obtaining additional education (N=3812) in the five years after a birth. 
Controlling for mothers‟ background and resources, married mothers are less likely to obtain 
additional education. Cohabiting mothers return to school more often than married mothers but 
less often than lone-mothers. Women who experience a union dissolution or divorce are also 
more likely to obtain additional education. Postnatal educational attainment appears to be an 
alternate pathway to economic security for women without stable romantic partnerships.  
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Family demographers have long been interested in how women‟s education impacts the 
timing of marriage and motherhood and with the consequences of delayed fertility among 
women with higher levels of education (Axinn and Barber, 2001; Blossfeld & Huinink, 1991; 
Skirbekk, Kohler, & Prskawetz, 2004; Upchurch, McCarthy & Ferguson, 1993). Few, however, 
have considered the reverse question: how does fertility influence the acquisition of further 
human capital?  This is especially surprising given the attention paid to women‟s postnatal 
transitions back into the labor market (Brewster & Rindfuss, 2000; Desai & Waite, 1991; Waite, 
Hagstrom, & Kanouse, 1985) and to the consequences of maternal employment for child well-
being (Bianchi, 2000; Belsky & Eggebeen, 1991; Han, Waldfogel, & Brooks-Gunn, 2001; 
Miller, 2009).  
Education, along with stable marriage to an employed man, has traditionally been 
considered the pathway to economic stability and status attainment for women. Similarly, the 
Wisconsin model of status attainment suggests that parents‟ education is an important harbinger 
of intergenerational mobility. Parental education has been linked to several other important 
measures of child well-being.  Mothers with higher education spend more time with their 
children (Sayer, Gauthier, & Furstenberg 2004), are more involved with their children‟s 
education (Lareau, 1987), and have children who go on to experience greater educational 
attainment (Kalmijn, 1994). The need to study postnatal educational attainment is further 
highlighted by a number of studies which have shown that only a minority of the population 
experiences the normative sequence of completing schooling, starting employment, getting 
married, and only then having children (Bozick & DeLuca, 2005; Hogan, 1978; Rindfuss, 
Swicegood & Rosenfeld, 1987). Although the experience of returning to school after a break 
from education may be relatively common, and should be of interest to scholars and policy 4 
 
makers, we still know little about the factors associated with obtaining additional schooling or 
about the consequences of this effort.  
There are two historical developments that suggest that it may be important to consider 
family structure differences in postnatal educational attainment. First, changes in family structure 
have compounded educational inequality with single mothers concentrated among the lower 
educated (McLanahan, 2004). Understanding educational attainment among those with the least 
educational capital might provide some insight into solving the problem of “diverging destinies” 
among American children.  Second, there has been a dramatic increase in cohabiting 
relationships (Smock, 2000) which have high levels of instability (Manning, Smock, & 
Majumdar, 2004). It is important to consider how educational attainment among mothers in 
cohabiting relationships might vary from married or lone-mothers. Married and cohabiting 
mothers may have less need or desire for education given the financial security provided by their 
partners. However, the emotional and financial support of a partner, who can also assist with 
child care, might encourage women in their pursuit of further education. In contrast, while lone 
mothers may stand to benefit the most from additional education, in the absence of financial and 
emotional support from a partner they may lack the ability to pursue their educational goals.  
This paper seeks to remedy the lack of knowledge about postnatal educational attainment 
by examining a sample of married, cohabiting and lone mothers who gave birth in 2000. The 
analysis is made up of two components. First, using descriptive statistics, I examine what 
proportion of mothers in the sample return to school within one, three, and five years of the birth. 
I highlight how this varies by family structure.  Given, previous work that suggests women, and 
particularly low-income and Black women, are more likely to go back to two year than four year 
colleges (Teachman & Paasch, 1989), I also consider how many return to finish high school as 5 
 
compared to those who return to get vocational training or a college degree.  Next, using logistic 
regression models and information from the baseline interview (or interview prior to the period 
in question) I examine whether family structure, mothers‟ education and background, and partner 
support and resources are associated with higher relative odds of obtaining additional education 
within the first five years following a birth.  
Postnatal Educational Attainment 
  The age of students in U.S. colleges has been increasing. Martinez and Day (1999) report 
that from the 1980s onward, approximately 40 percent of the students in U.S. colleges have been 
over the age of 25. It is perhaps unsurprising then that many of these older students have children 
or that studies have found that educational attainment is higher at age 39 than it was when 
individuals first became parents (Kradval & Rindfuss, 2009). Astone , Schoen, Ensminger and 
Rothert (2000) found in a cohort of African Americans born in Baltimore between 1960 and 
1964 that 44 percent of the women and 34 percent of the men had re-entered school at least once. 
Davis and Bumpass (1976), using 1970 National Fertility Study and census data, found that over 
one fifth of all women had attended high school or college since marriage and over one-third 
either had either returned to school or anticipated returning to an academic institution sometime 
in the future. These studies provide important insights into post-marriage educational attainment 
and give us reason to believe we might expect a large number of women to attempt postnatal 
educational attainment. This scholarship, however, does not provide information on the 
prevalence of this phenomenon among unmarried women or among mothers specifically. 
Family Structure and Postnatal Educational Attainment 
  As with employment, (Percheski, 2008) family structure may influence educational 
attainment because having a husband or partner has the potential to provide income security that 6 
 
makes additional education less necessary or desirable. Marini (1978) found that early first 
marriage limited the educational attainment of women but not of men. This finding is consistent 
with the findings of Furstenberg (1976), who in his classic Baltimore Study of teenage mothers, 
found that the young mothers who married during pregnancy had the highest rate of dropping out 
of high school (50%), followed closely by those who married within the first year after delivery. 
In the Baltimore Study sample, withdrawal from school was somewhat lower among the young 
women who waited several years before marrying (46%) and lowest of all among the mothers 
who remained single throughout the study (33%). It would seem then, that marriage can serve to 
interrupt a young mother‟s educational career. In their work on older women, Bradburn, Moen 
and Dempster-McClain (1995) found that divorce increased the likelihood of returning to school, 
as the loss of income combined with the desire for personal fulfillment pushed middle aged 
women to increase their human capital. Among the unmarried population, if this logic holds, 
single women who do not have the benefit of a cohabiting partner‟s additional income will be 
more likely to return to school as will cohabiters who are in less stable unions. 
In addition to having a partner, certain characteristics of the partner might encourage or 
discourage enrollment.  Specifically, partners‟ education might influence educational attainment. 
In qualitative studies, highly educated men have been shown to be more supportive of their 
wives‟ return to school (Suitor, 1988). Research suggests that highly educated males may be 
more likely to endorse (or less inclined to block) their wives attempts to further their education 
while less educated males may be more reluctant to see their wives obtain more schooling than 
they themselves have been able to achieve (Furstenberg, 1976). Parallel research on employment 
has demonstrated that employment behavior is also influenced by husband‟s perceived 7 
 
preferences (Spitze & Waite, 1981). Whether this holds for cohabiting partners remains to be 
seen.  
Other Influences on Postnatal Educational Attainment 
  There are reasons to believe that family structure differences may influence future 
educational attainment. It is also possible, however, that mother‟s own background and 
demographic characteristics could be equally or more important predictors. Some factors might 
explain both selection into relationship type and educational attainment. Previous work points to 
several specific factors that might be consequential. The highest level of education obtained 
before the attempted return has been shown to be a significant predictor of going back to school. 
This is not surprising given that often high school or college were partially completed at the time 
of a birth (Bradburn, Moen, & Dempster-McLain, 1995; Davis & Bumpass, 1976). In addition to 
a woman‟s own base level of education, her parent‟s and particularly her mother‟s education 
(henceforth referred to as grandmother‟s education) is an important predictor of educational 
attainment (Kalmijn, 1994). Home environment growing up is also likely to play a significant 
role, as it has been suggested that children who live with single parents or a stepparent during 
adolescence receive less encouragement and less help with school work than children who live 
with both natural parents (Astone & McLanahan, 1991). 
Although it is often assumed that teen motherhood is damaging to educational attainment the 
Baltimore Study (Furstenberg, 1976; Furstenberg, Lincoln, & Menken, 1981; Furstenberg, 
Brooks-Gunn, & Morgan, 1987) sample was split almost evenly between women who dropped 
out and those who graduated from high school, suggesting that teenage parenthood is not an 
insurmountable barrier to educational achievement (Upchurch & McCarthy, 1990). When the 8 
 
young mothers in the study were interviewed again fourteen years after their initial interview, 
Furstenberg et al (1987) found that most had completed high school within five years of the birth 
of their first child. Moreover, a steady trickle of women graduated during the subsequent 
segments of the study. Many women returned to school to obtain a diploma, more often a GED, 
when they were well into their twenties. This often occurred when their youngest child entered 
school or when it was necessary for a better job.  
While some studies that have focused on postnatal educational attainment are forced to 
ignore the issue of race because of sample limitations (Bradburn, Moen & Dempster-McClain, 
1995; Suitor, 1988), others have found significant racial differences. Among teen mothers it 
appears that Black adolescents who become parents are both less likely to marry and to leave 
school than Whites (Furstenberg, 1976). Looking at the larger population, it also appears that 
married Black women are more likely than Ws to return to school (Bumpass & Davis, 1976; 
Teachman & Paasch, 1989).  Moreover, in addition to varied levels of obtaining additional 
education, at least one study has suggested that African Americans are more likely to drop out 
after a return or to begin at Junior College rather than a Four-Year College (Astone et al., 2000).  
Employment status, and in particular, part-time employment which offers more flexibility in 
terms of scheduling, has been shown to give women an incentive to return (Bradburn, Moen, & 
Dempster- McClain, 1995; Entwistle, Alexander, & Olson, 2004). Unlike taking a leave from 
full-time employment to pursue education, it is possible to maintain part-time employment while 
taking classes or to quit part-time employment without a large reduction in income. In spite of 
the time constraint and risk to income it might pose, it is possible that work experiences inspires 
greater human capital acquisition. Some high quality jobs even offer employees tuition 
assistance to pursue their educational goals.  9 
 
Finally, aside from the presence of a partner, the presence of additional children in the home 
might also represent an obstacle to obtaining additional education. Indeed, as work on teen 
mothers has shown, if first pregnancy disrupts the educational career of a young mother, 
additional childbearing generally brings it to a complete stop. Only one-third of the young 
mothers who did not become pregnant again during the course of the Baltimore Study failed to 
complete high school. With each successive pregnancy, the proportions of dropouts rose and 
among those women who had three or more subsequent pregnancies 85% had left school before 
obtaining a high school diploma (Furstenberg et al., 1987; Furstenberg, 1976). 
METHOD 
Sample 
Data are from the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study which follows a birth 
cohort of 4,900 children from birth through age five. Parents are interviewed at birth and again 
when the focal child is one, three and five years old. This data is particularly well-suited to 
addressing educational attainment among cohabiting and lone mothers because the study 
includes a large over-sample of births to unmarried parents (about 3,700). The data is 
representative of births in cities with populations of 200,000 or more (Reichman, Teitler, 
Garfinkel & McLanahan, 2001). Participation rates for the study are relatively high with 82% of 
married and 87% of unmarried mothers agreeing to participate in the baseline interview. 
Approximately 75% of the sample was interviewed at all four waves of data collection. Other 
longitudinal studies with rich information on schooling such as the Panel Study of Income 
Dynamics (PSID) or National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1979 (NLSY79) do not include 
enough cohabiting or lone unmarried mothers or enough detail on family structure to permit such 
an analysis. Item non-response is low for the dependent and explanatory variables of interest in 10 
 
this study. Multiple imputation was used to impute missing values, but the analytic sample is 
limited to the 3,812 women who were interviewed in all four waves of data collection and who 
answered the questions on education. 
Dependent Variables 
At baseline the highest level of education was measured and at each subsequent interview 
point women were asked whether they had acquired any additional education and training since 
their last interview and, if so, what type of training this was. The subsequent analysis will look 
both at any return and then specifically at returns to high school, vocational training or college, 
respectively. Ever returning includes returning to regular high school, an Adult Basic Education 
(ABE) or General Educational Development (GED) program, an English as a Second Language 
(ESL) program, nursing school, business or secretarial school, a program to improve reading, 
vocational, technical, or trade school, junior or community college, college or graduate or 
professional school. Returning to high school includes those who return to regular high school or 
to an ABE or GED program. Returning to vocational school includes vocational school, 
community college and secretarial and nursing programs. Returning to college includes 4-year 
colleges and graduate or professional school. 
 
Independent Variables 
  Family structure at birth is measured using the mother‟s report of her relationship with 
the father at the first interview. In subsequent interviews, family structure is updated to reflect 
changes in the mother‟s relationship with any partner, not just the focal child‟s father. At the 
time of the baseline interview 24.9% of women were married, 35.9% were in a cohabiting 
relationship, and 39.4% reported not living with the child‟s father.  A dummy variable for 11 
 
dissolution was created for each time period, where a value of 1 indicates that a cohabiting union 
ended in between interview points. A dummy variable for divorce was created in a similar matter 
to indicate a marriage had ended between interviews. Over the course of the first five years of the 
focal child‟s life 29.8% of the full sample experienced a union dissolution and 6.7% of the full 
sample experienced a divorce. Table 1 provides information about how this varies by family 
structure and interview period. 
  Other variables in the analysis include mothers‟ background and intelligence, resources, 
and partners‟ education and relationship quality. Previous education is measured using a question 
from the baseline interview that asks about the highest level of education obtained. For the 
purposes of analysis two dummy variables representing having more than a high school degree 
and less than a high school degree at baseline are used. Mother‟s intelligence is measured using a 
cognitive test score based on a subset of the Revised Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale. Other 
demographic and background variables include whether the grandmother has a high school 
degree, the mother‟s age, whether the mother‟s first birth was as a teenager (<20), whether she 
lived at home with both parents when she was 15, race (White, Black, Hispanic), linear age, and 
whether the mother was born outside of the United States. Mother‟s employment background 
includes two measures: whether she worked prior to the birth or worked part-time following the 
birth. Also included are measures of frequent church attendance (weekly or monthly), traditional 
gender role attitudes (agreement with the statement that a man should earn a living while the 
woman cares for the family), number of children, presence of the grandmother in the home, and 
income in relation to the poverty-line. 
  The only characteristic of partners included in this analysis is whether the partner (current 
partner—regardless of whether he is the focal child‟s father) has a vocational degree or greater. 12 
 
In analyses not included here various other partner characteristics including partner‟s age and 
employment status did not substantially improve the fit of the model.  A relationship quality 
scale is created using questions that ask about how often (often, sometimes, or never) a partner is 
willing to compromise, expresses love and affection,  encourages or helps to do things that are 
important to the mother, and listens and several measures of domestic violence (reverse coded).  
 
Table 1- Sample Characteristics by Family Structure about Here 
 
Table 1 reports the distribution of background and demographic characteristics by family 
structure as well as for the full sample. In general, lone and cohabiting mothers are more similar 
than their married counterparts. Married mothers have higher baseline levels of education and 
higher mean intelligence scores than their cohabiting or lone-mother counterparts. They are also 
much more likely to be partnered to a highly educated man. Married women also have higher 
ages at first birth and are much less like to have experienced their first birth as a teenager. They 
were more likely to be living in a home with both their parents at 15, but their own mothers were 
no more educated than other grandmothers. Married women in this sample are more likely to be 
White than Black or Hispanic. Cohabiting mothers seem to report having another child by the 
one-year follow up more often than married or lone mothers. Differences by family structure in 
having an additional child do not appear large by the three-year follow up. Married women are 
less likely to have an income in relation to the poverty line that would classify them poor. Lone 
mothers are the most likely to report low incomes. Cohabiting women are in the middle. 




First, using descriptive statistics, I examine the family structure differences in the 
prevalence of enrolling or completing additional education by interview year and education type. 
Next, using information from the baseline interview a model predicting being enrolled in school 
at the time of the one year interview is reported. Using the same fixed characteristics as well as 
updated information from the one year interview a model predicting enrollment at the time of the 
three year interview is discussed. Similarly, fixed characteristics and the new time varying 
information from the three year interview is used to predict the factors that influence being 
enrolled in education at the five year interview. In a separate set of models I consider type of 
education as the outcome of interest. All results are presented as odds ratios from random effects 





Table 2- Postnatal Educational Attainment by Family Structure About Here 
 
Table 2 shows the percentages of mothers who obtain additional education within the 
first five years of the child‟s birth. In the full sample 40.6% of mothers had been enrolled in 
education within the first five years of the birth. Roughly one quarter (25.9%) of the sample 
reported being enrolled at just one of the interviews. A further, 11.2% were in education during 
two of the follow-up interviews and a smaller group, roughly 3%, was pursuing education during 
each of the one, three, and five year follow up interviews. At any given interview, roughly a fifth 
of the women in the Fragile Families Study are enrolled in some form of education (19.3% at one 14 
 
year, 18.78% at the three year, and 19.5% at the five year). This is all the more interesting when 
one compares this with the fathers in the study.  At the one year follow up, 11.07% of dads had 
returned to school. This percentage decreases over time to 9.5% at the three year and 8.0% at the 
five year follow up. Table 2 also reports the percentage of new returners at three and five years 
(that is women who were not in school in the previous wave) and rates of completion. It is 
notable that reported completion rates are not significantly lower than reported enrollment rates.  
The overall percentage of mothers who obtain additional education alone should be 
sufficient to merit more attention by scholars. These figures, however, also mask important 
family structure differences. A smaller percentage of the married mothers in the sample return to 
school than unmarried mothers. Among the unmarried women, a higher percentage of lone 
mothers report obtaining additional education than cohabiting mothers. Almost half (47.2%) of 
all mothers who were not married to or cohabiting with their child‟s father at the birth reported 
being in school during at least one interview period. This is 17 percentage points higher than the 
married mothers in the sample and roughly 8 percentage points higher than the mothers who 
were in cohabiting unions at the time of the baseline interview. These differences are present at 
each of the one, three, and five year follow ups. However, it is worthy of note that there are 
fewer differences between „new‟ returners at the three and five year follow up interviews. 
The most common type of additional education obtained was vocational training which 
includes vocational school, community college and secretarial and nursing programs but does not 
include any on-the-job training. Overall, about 20% of the sample reports obtaining additional 
vocational education during the first five years after the birth. A lower percentage of married 
mothers return to this type of education than do unmarried mothers. However, the differences 
among unmarried mothers between cohabiting and lone mothers are less pronounced. Although 15 
 
overall, 8% of the mothers in the study reported getting additional high school or equivalent 
education, this once again varies considerably by family structure. While 11.4% of lone-mothers 
and 8.4% of cohabiting mothers obtain this type of education, less than 2% of mothers who were 
married to their child‟s father at the birth do so. Strikingly, these family structure distinctions do 
not appear as relevant in the case of obtaining additional education at a 4-year college. Overall, 
about 9% of the sample reports doing this at some point within the five years following the birth. 
The lowest level of going to college is reported by mothers who were cohabiting with their 
child‟s father at the time of the birth (7.8%). One interpretation of this is that lone and cohabiting 
mothers are more likely to have to make up for an educational deficit while all mothers, 
including married mothers, stand to benefit from the additional employment opportunities and 




Table 3- Odds Ratios from Logistic Regression Models Predicting Postnatal Educational 
Attainment within the Five Years following Birth About Here 
 
Table 3 presents multivariate models for enrolling in any additional education at any 
point, and at the one, three, and five year follow up interviews respectively. Also presented are 
odds ratios for ever reporting completing a program. Not shown here are models predicting 
completion by year or restricting returns to “new” returners at the three and five year time points. 
These models show a pattern consistent with the models presented here. Across models we see 
that even controlling for mother‟s background, resources and partnership characteristics, family 16 
 
structure has a statistically significant impact on the odds of obtaining postnatal education. 
Married and cohabiting mothers have 24% and 21% lower odds of obtaining any additional 
education than mothers who were not living with their child‟s father at the birth. The 
directionality of this difference is consistent in all models but family structure coefficients fail to 
reach statistical significance in the models predicting being enrolled in education at the three and 
five year follow ups. At the one year follow up, only the coefficient for being married to the 
father at baseline is statistically significant. Married mothers have 48% lower odds of reporting 
being enrolled in additional education at the one-year follow up interview than lone-mothers.  
A more conservative dependent variable is the completion of a program. Once again we 
see that family structure variables are associated with lower relative odds of enrollment for 
married and cohabiting mothers. In this case, married mothers have 49% lower odds than lone-
mothers of ever reporting obtaining an additional educational credential within the first five 
years of a child‟s birth. In addition, women who experience a divorce have higher odds (46% 
higher) of completing a program than women who do not experience a divorce. 
 
Table 4 Odds Ratios Predicting Obtaining Additional Education by Type About Here 
 
Table 4 reports odds ratios for returning to high school, vocational or college at any point 
but due to small cell sizes it is not further broken down by time of return. Family structure 
variables are not statistically significant for returning to high school or going to college. 
However, in the case of vocational education, relative to their lone-mother counterparts, married 
mothers have 44% and 31% lower odds of enrolling in vocational education in the first five years 
after their child‟s birth. Interestingly, mothers who experience the dissolution of a cohabiting 17 
 
union, have higher odds (59% greater than those who do not experience a union dissolution) of 
reporting enrollment in a vocational program.  
Although family structure factors held up well to multivariate analysis, they are not the 
most powerful explanatory variables. Across dependent variable specifications several 
background and demographic variables showed consistent and strong relationships with the odds 
of obtaining postnatal education. The higher the mother‟s cognitive score, the more likely she 
was to report getting additional education. Mothers who had greater than a high school degree at 
the baseline interview have 50% higher odds of returning to school than those who had only a 
high school diploma at the birth. Though the dummy variable for experiencing a first birth as a 
teenager failed to reach statistical significance in most models, the mother‟s age at the time of 
the interview proved consistently significant, with each additional year associated with roughly 
8% lower odds of enrollment. Church attendance and income are also relatively consistent 
positive predictors of postnatal educational attainment. Consistent with the findings of other 
scholars, Black mothers have much higher odds than White mothers of obtaining postnatal 
education (65% higher overall). Interestingly, this extends to enrolling in college and not just the 
2-year colleges that it has been suggested Black students are more likely to enroll in.  
Two factors, grandmother‟s education and the mother living at home with both parents 
when she was 15, suggest the significance of understanding both educational attainment and 
family structure differences. Grandmother‟s education, specifically the grandmother having a 
high school degree, is consistently associated with higher relative odds of the mother obtaining 
additional education. If the mother grew up in a two-parent home when she was aged 15, she has 
21% lower odds than someone who did not grow up in an intact home of returning to school. 18 
 
This is likely because children from stable homes are more likely to complete their education 
prior to family formation. 
Finally, returning to variables that might help explain part of why family structure 
influences educational attainment following a birth, believing that a woman should stay home 
and the man should earn the living does not appear to have much effect on the odds of returning 
to school in this sample. It is possible of course that an alternate specification of gender-role 
attitudes that is more comparable to those used in other studies would yield different results. 
Similarly, it does not appear that partner‟s education has a consistent association with returning 
to school. Interestingly, the quality of the relationship, when statistically significant, implies that 
it is women in lower quality relationships that have higher relative odds of returning to school. 
 
DISCUSSION 
Within the first five years following a birth it is relatively common for a woman to enroll in 
additional education. Married women are the least likely to obtain additional education possibly 
because they have reached their desired level of education prior to marriage but also perhaps 
because the economic security of having a partner makes the costs, both economic and in terms 
of time away from their children, seem less worthwhile. While mothers who are in cohabiting 
unions report enrolling in school more often than the married women in the sample, they have 
lower odds of returning than the mothers in the sample who were not living with their child‟s 
father at the time of the birth. It seems that in spite of the fact that they have less emotional and 
financial support available to pursue their educational goals the potential for increased economic 
security without the assistance of a partner pushes lone mothers into various types of education. 
Women who experience a divorce or union dissolution appear to behave more like lone-mothers 19 
 
which again suggests that education is seen as a way to obtain the financial security that other 
women find through romantic partnership.   
In this analysis, and in others not shown here, it does not appear that characteristics 
(educational background, employment status, age, and race) of a mother‟s partner matter. 
However, this analysis did suggest that mothers in relationships with less supportive partners are 
more likely to enroll in education than those that are not. On the one hand, it seems 
counterintuitive that women with the least support are the most likely to return. On the other, it is 
possible that when mothers feel they cannot count on their partners it is a precursor to union 
dissolution or divorce and women begin to prepare for financial security in post-dissolution life.  
These findings notwithstanding, there are lingering questions. Specifically, it is possible to 
think of some limitations of the present study. One background characteristic that is likely highly 
correlated with choosing to go back to school is a mothers‟ previous experience with education. 
Previous poor performance might create an educational deficit that needs to be filled. It is also 
possible that women who have bad memories of being in school will not opt to return. This 
points to the most notable limitation of the Fragile Families, and other large surveys, for 
examining postnatal educational attainment—namely, few studies actually ask women about 
their educational aspirations. Thus, while it is possible to show associations between a variety of 
characteristics and enrollment we still know little about what exactly motivates women to enroll 
in education following the birth of a child. Future studies might ask about educational aspirations 
and previous educational experiences. Qualitative studies could delve deeper into how partners, 
and particularly cohabiting partners, impact enrollment decisions. 20 
 
Future research should also consider why postnatal educational attainment matters.  In 
particular, it would be useful to exploit the longitudinal nature of this and other data to look at 
the long term labor market pay off of postnatal educational attainment in the years following the 
return to school. While Felmlee (1988) finds modest advances, Light (1994) shows that there is a 
wage penalty for non-traditional or delayed schooling relative to the continuously schooled.  This 
paper has suggested that educational attainment is a plausible alternative to marriage for mothers 
who desire financial security. If research shows a positive relationship between postnatal 
educational attainment and employment outcomes perhaps policy makers should consider 
programs that support returns among low-income lone mother populations who, according to this 
research, already are open to the possibility of returning in not-insignificant numbers.  
In addition, given the research that suggests higher educated parents engage in parenting 
practices that promote child well-being, future studies should consider how postnatal education 
actually impacts children. On the one hand, this type of educational attainment might be 
associated with increased cognitive development and educational achievement in children. On 
the other, the potential loss of income and time demands of student-life might reduce time 
women are able to spend with children and lead to negative behavioral outcomes. 
Ultimately the story of women‟s postnatal educational attainment suggests that decisions 
made about education and family formation should be viewed as inextricably linked. Choices in 
one sphere depend on the opportunities, incentives and constraints posed in the other (Gerson, 
1985).  Looking at post-natal returns to school acknowledges that the causal arrow does not 




Astone, N. M., & McLanahan, S. S. (1991). Family Structure, Parental Practices and High 
School Completion. American Sociological Review, 56(2), 309-320. 
Astone, N. M., Schoen, R., Ensminger, M., & Rothert, K. (2000). School Reentry in Early 
Adulthood: The Case of Inner-City African Americans. Sociology of Education, 73(3), 
133. 
Axinn, W. G., & Barber, J. S. (2001). Mass Education and Fertility Transition. American 
Sociological Review, 66(4), 481. 
Belsky, J., & Eggebeen, D. (1991). Early and Extensive Maternal Employment and Young 
Children's Socioemotional Development: Children of the National Longitudinal Survey 
of Youth. Journal of Marriage & Family, 53(4), 1084-1098. 
Bianchi, S. M. (2000). Maternal Employment and Time with Children: Dramatic Change or 
Surprising Continuity. Demography, 37(4), 401-414. 
Blossfeld, H.-P., & Huinink, J. (1991). Human Capital Investments or Norms of Role Transition? 
How Women's Schooling and Career Affect the Process of Family Formation. American 
Journal of Sociology, 97(1), 143. 
Bozick, R., & DeLuca, S. (2005). Better Late Than Never? Delayed Enrollment in the High 
School to College Transition. Social Forces, 84(1), 527. 
Bradburn, E. M., Moen, P., & Dempster-McClain, D. (1995). Women's Return to School 
Following the Transition to Motherhood. Social Forces, 73(4), 1517. 
Brewster, K. L., & Rindfuss, R. R. (2000). Fertility and Women's Employment in Industrialized 
Nations. Annual Review of Sociology, 26(1), 271. 22 
 
Davis, N. J., & Bumpass, L. (1976). The Continuation of Education After Marriage Among 
Women in the United States:1970. Demography, 13(2), 161-174. 
Desai, S., & Waite, L. J. (1991). Women's Employment During Pregnancy and After First Birth: 
Occupational Characteristics and Work Commitment. American Sociological Review, 
56(4), 551. 
Entwistle, D. R., Alexander, K. L., & Olson, L. S. (2004). Temporary As Compared to 
Permanent High School Dropout. Social Forces, 82(3), 1181. 
Felmlee, D. H. (1988). Returning to School and Women's Occupational Attainment. Sociology of 
Education, 61(1), 29. 
Furstenberg, F. F. (1976). Unplanned parenthood : the social consequences of teenage 
childbearing. New York: Free Press. 
Furstenberg, F. F., Brooks-Gunn, J., & Morgan, S. P. (1987). Adolescent mothers in later life.  
New York: Cambridge University Press. 
Furstenberg, F. F., Lincoln, R., & Menken, J. A. (1981). Teenage sexuality, pregnancy, and 
childbearing. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press. 
Gerson, K. (1985). Hard choices : how women decide about work, career, and motherhood. 
Berkeley: University of California Press. 
Han, W.-J., Waldfogel, J., & Brooks-Gunn, J. (2001). The Effects of Early Maternal 
Employment on Later Cognitive and Behavioral Outcomes. Journal of Marriage & 
Family, 63(1), 336-354. 
Hogan, D. (1978). The Variable Order of Events in the Life Course. American Sociological 
Review, 43(3), 573-586. 23 
 
Kalmijn, M. (1994). Mother's Occupational Status and Children's Schooling. American 
Sociological Review, 59(2), 257. 
Kradval, O., & Rindfuss, R. R. (2008). Changing Relationships Between Education and Fertility: 
A Study of Women and Men Born 1940 to 1964. American Sociological Review, 73(4), 
854-873. 
Lareau, A. (1987). Social Class Differences in Family-School Relationships: The Importance of 
Cultural Capital. Sociology of Education, 60(2), 73. 
Light, A. (1994). The Effects of Interrupted Schooling on Wages. The Journal of Human 
Resources, 30(3), 472-502. 
Marini, M. M. (1984). Women's Educational Attainment and the Timing of Entry into 
Parenthood. American Sociological Review, 49(4), 491. 
Martinez, G., & Day, J. C. (1999). School Enrollment—Social and Economic Characteristics of 
Students. Current Population Reports, Series P-20(No. 516). 
McLanahan, S. S. (2004). Diverging Destinies: How Children Are Faring Under the Second 
Demographic Transition. Demography, 41(4), 607-627. 
Miller, A. R. (2009). Motherhood Delay and Human Capital in the Next Generation. American 
Economic Review: Papers & Proceedings, 99(2), 154-158. 
Percheski, C. (2008). Family Structure and Maternal Employment Trajectories, Fragile Families 
Working Paper WP08-18-FF. Princeton, NJ: Center for Research on Child Well-being, 
Princeton University. 
Reichman, N., Teitler, J., Garfinkel, I., & McLanahan, S. S. (2001). Fragile Families: Sample 
and Design. Children and Youth Services Review, 23, 303-326. 24 
 
Rindfuss, R. R., Swicegood, C. G., & Rosenfeld, R. A. (1987). Disorder in the Life Course: How 
Common and Does it Matter. American Sociological Review, 52, 785-801. 
Sayer, L. C., Gauthier, A. H., & Furstenberg, F. F. (2004). Educational Differences in Parents' 
Time with Children: Cross-National Variations. Journal of Marriage & Family, 66(5), 
1152. 
Skirbekk, V., Kohler, H.-P., & Prskawetz, A. (2004). Birth Month, School Graduation, and the 
Timing of Births and Marriages. Demography, 41(3), 547-568. 
Smock, P. J. (2000). Cohabitation in the United States: An Appraisal of Research Themes, 
Findings, and Implications. Annual Review of Sociology, 26, 1-20. 
Spitze, G. D., & Waite, L. J. (1981). Wives' Employment: The Role of Husbands' Perceived 
Attitudes. Journal of Marriage & Family, 43(1), 117. 
Suitor, J. J. (1988). Husbands' Educational Attainment and Support for Wives' Return to School. 
Gender & Society, 2(4), 482-495. 
Teachman, J. D., & Paasch, K. (1989). Returning to School After Marriage: Results for Whites 
and Blacks. Sociological Forum, 4(3), 423. 
Upchurch, D. M., & McCarthy, J. (1990). The Timing of a First Birth and High School 
Completion. American Sociological Review, 55(2), 224-234. 
Upchurch, D. M., McCarthy, J., & Ferguson, L. R. (1993). Childbearing and Schooling: 
Disentangling Temporal and Causal Mechanisms. American Sociological Review, 58(5), 
738. 
Waite, L. J., Hagstrom, G. W., & Kanouse, D. E. (1985). Changes in the Employment Activities 
of New Parents. American Sociological Review, 50(2), 263. 
 25 
 
Table 1- Sample Characteristics by Family Structure 
 
  Full Sample  Married  Cohabiting  Lone 
Family Structure         
     Baseline  -  24.8  35.8  39.4 
      1 Year  -  30.0  32.3  33.2 
      3 Year  -  30.8  18.7  35.9 
Union Dissolution   29.7  0.9  70.2  11.1 
       1 Year  15.9  -  15.9  - 
       3 Year   13.3  0.7  25.4  13.0 
Divorced   6.6  18.1  4.4  1.5 
       1 Year  1.4  5.7  -  - 
      3  Year   4.1  9.3  3.7  0.4 
Intelligence Score (Mean, Range 0-
15) 
6.0  7.2  5.7  5.5 
Education at Baseline         
      Less than High School  32.9  15.1  38.0  39.4 
      More than High School  36.1  65.0  27.2  26.0 
Father has some Postsecondary  30.4  59.0  24.1  18.2 
Grandmother has High School   73.8  75.8  70.1  75.9 
Age at First Birth (Mean)  21.6  25.5  20.4  20.1 
Teen Mother (First Birth <20)   54.9  24.4  63.3  66.4 
Lived at Home with 2 Parents at 15   42.3  63.9  39.5  31.3 
White  21.7  44.6  18.1  10.5 
Black  48.8  25.2  45.5  66.6 
Hispanic   26.0  23.7  33.7  20.4 
Foreign Born   14.1  23.5  15.1  7.4 
Believes It‟s Better if Women Stay  35.5  42.8  35.3  31.1 26 
 
Home  
Attends Church Weekly or Monthly   38.5  52.6  30.5  36.8 
Relationship Quality Scale (Range 0-
3, where 0 is the most supportive) 
       
     1 Year  1.1  1.2  1.2  0.9 
     3 Year   1.3  1.2  1.3  1.4 
Another Child by 1 Year   12.9  10.2  15.4  12.3 
Another Child by 3 Year  23.5  23.2  23.8  23.5 
Worked Prior to Birth   82.8  68.8  85.2  89.5 
Worked Part-time at 1 Year  20.9  22.7  19.5  21.0 
Worked Part-time at 3 Year  21.0  25.0  19.8  19.7 
Grandmother in Home at 1 Year   18.9  7.2  14.8  30.1 
Grandmother in Home at 3 Year  13.0  5.6  10.8  19.6 
Income in Relation to Poverty Line 
at Baseline  
       
   Poor, Less than 50%  18.4  4.1  18.3  27.5 
   Poor, 51-99%  17.1  7.0  19.3  21.5 
   100-199%   25.6  18.1  28.0  28.0 
   200-299%   15.7  16.5  17.2  13.7 
   300+%  23.3  54.3  17.1  9.3 
N  3812  1187  1783  1926 






Table 2- Postnatal Educational Attainment by Family Structure 
 
Full 
Sample  Married  Cohabiting  Lone 
Any Additional Education, Any Year  40.16  29.81  39.60  47.20 
High School, Any Year  7.95  1.80  8.42  11.40 
Vocational, Any Year  19.67  11.42  20.57  24.07 
College, Any Year  9.05  10.68  7.76  9.20 
Completed, Any Year, Any Program  36.78  28.22  37.70  41.33 
In Education at 1 Interview Point  25.87  20.19  25.55  29.73 
In Education at 2 Interview Points  11.28  7.40  10.98  14.00 
In Education at 3 Interview Points  3.02  2.22  3.07  3.47 
Any Additional Education, One Year  19.25  11.95  18.89  24.20 
Completed, between BL and One Year  13.35  4.07  9.41  12.96 
Any Additional Education, Three Year  18.78  14.27  18.08  22.27 
New to School at Three Year  11.78  9.30  11.27  13.80 
Completed, between One Year and Three Year  20.38  12.90  17.79  18.93 
Any Additional Education, Five Year  19.44  15.43  19.77  21.67 
New to School at Five Year  9.13  8.56  9.44  9.20 
Completed, between Three Year and Five Year  17.03  16.38  20.13  23.13 
N  3812  1187  1783  1926 
Note: Data are from the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study 28 
 




Additional School at 
 1 Year 
Additional School at 
 3 Year 
Additional School at  
5 Year  Completed 
Married  0.755*  0.612**  0.485  0.944  0.739* 
Cohabiting  0.785*  0.804  0.590  0.687  0.883 
Dissolution  1.165  1.150  0.901  1.627  1.205 
Divorced  1.221  0.767  1.543  1.440  1.466* 
Intelligence Score  1.022*  0.993  1.325***  1.110  1.031*** 
Less than High School  1.095  1.345**  0.914  0.525  0.834 
More than High School  1.502***  1.877***  3.585***  1.625  1.690*** 
Grandmother has High School  1.253*  1.242  1.536  1.304  1.596*** 
Age  0.924***  0.938***  0.823***  0.846***  0.941*** 
Teen Mother  1.118  1.189  1.823  1.271  1.330** 
Home at 15  0.789**  0.907  0.658  0.532  0.819* 
Black  1.649***  1.402**  4.492***  2.760*  1.651*** 
Hispanic  1.147  0.993  2.607*  1.121  0.919 
Foreign Born  0.859  0.813  0.497  1.267  1.001 
Work Status  1.006  1.080  1.452  0.676  1.151 
Church Attendance  1.294***  1.385***  3.129***  1.474  1.054 
Traditional Gender Roles  0.954  0.949  0.763  0.933  0.912 
Number of Children  0.988  0.964  0.850  0.898  0.965 
Grandmother in the House  1.047  1.120  1.363  0.595  0.953 
Income  1.065*  1.108**  1.024  1.259*  1.039 
Partner has some Post Secondary  0.987  0.917  2.208*  0.706  1.080 
Relationship Quality Scale  -  -  1.187  2.177*  - 
Note: Data are from Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study  




Table 4- Odds Ratios from Logistic Regression Models Predicting Postnatal Educational Attainment by Type of Education 
  Additional High School  Additional Vocational  Additional College 
Married  0.688  0.556*  0.809 
Cohabiting  0.961  0.688*  0.861 
Dissolution  0.832  1.589*  0.832 
Divorced  1.434  1.414  1.018 
Intelligence Score  1.019  1.009  1.035* 
Less than High School  -  0.406***  0.216*** 
More than High School  -  1.179  3.055*** 
Grandmother has High School  0.666*  1.206  1.330 
Age  0.868***  0.924***  0.891*** 
Teen Mother  1.062  1.276  1.114 
Home at 15  1.091  0.660**  0.984 
Black  1.191  1.732**  1.385* 
Hispanic  0.803  1.221  1.136 
Foreign Born  0.391**  0.749  0.867 
Work Status  1.085  1.095  0.721 
Church Attendance  1.461*  1.419*  1.313* 
Traditional Gender Roles  0.913  0.777  0.839 
Number of Children  0.932  0.969  0.997 
Grandmother in the House  1.356  0.943  0.786 
Income  0.853*  1.093  1.297*** 
Partner has some Post Secondary  0.929  0.787  0.996 
Note: Data are from Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study  
* p<.05.  ** p<.01. *** p<.001 
 
 